years lost). Shifting resources from health care to social services might just improve health at less cost.
In this issue of JGIM, social determinants of health feature prominently. Billimek and Sorkin analyzed data from patients with type 2 diabetes participating in the California Health Interview Survey. After adjusting for individual health and sociodemographic characteristics, they found that self-reported poor neighborhood safety was associated with delays in filling prescriptions. Interestingly, neighborhood safety was not correlated with performance of technical quality indicators (e.g. annual A1c measurement). Although these findings require confirmation, they suggest that neighborhood characteristics could contribute to poor outcomes even when technical process quality is preserved.
In a different vein, Jha and Epstein surveyed board chairpersons of 722 not-for-profit hospitals. They found that boards predominantly serving African-Americans placed lower priority on quality measurement and management than those serving non-African Americans. Although the absolute differences between these hospitals were modest, the findings raise concerns that minority-serving hospitals may not focus on quality improvement to the same degree as others. Of course, they may have good reason: many hospitals in African-American neighborhoods face intense financial pressures and crushing social problems. Like primary care doctors facing multiple competing demands, these hospitals are unlikely to change the way they do business without incentives and support.
An increased focus on the social determinants of health is an essential element of any strategy to achieve the triple aim of better care, better health, and reduced costs. However, it is hard to be optimistic about the political prospects for new government programs addressing poverty. Perhaps the way in is through the back door. Rising health care costs threaten our national solvency. If increased spending on targeted social programs can be shown to reduce medical expenditures, well, that's an outcome both Democrats and Republicans could love.
